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Rodger: ??? ??????? (Mou leípeis)

M

y life starts in 1999 in a small
single-story home in the San
Fernando Valley just north of
Los Angeles. My grandmother—who my
mom tells me to call my yiayia because we’re
Greek—lives just a few blocks away. Like every typical Southern California house, the
floors in every room are made of tile. Sometimes I like to lay down face first and feel
how cool they are.
Next to my bed is a ceramic music box
with the moon and stars painted on it—I
don’t remember who gave it to me. I always

ask my mom to twist the bottom of it for me
since my hands aren’t strong enough yet.
The song it plays makes me imagine living
in another world—as far away from Earth as
possible.
Our front yard is picturesque with bright
green grass, tulips, and little curved bricks
surrounding the walkway. Our backyard is
the exact opposite: dirt mounds on one side
and cement on the other. One day I come
home from the grocery store with my mom
excited about the cookies she bought me. I
run a bit too fast and end up tripping and
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scraping my knee. Tears stream down my
face, and I notice how the blood mixes with
the dirt and becomes a dark maroon color.
Early in the morning as a toddler, my
mom wakes me up and starts getting ready
for work. My eyelids always feel so heavy, but
somehow I find the strength to walk across
the hall to her room. I cuddle up with my
feet in the blanket and watch PBS until it’s
time to leave for daycare.
I am four years old. My yiayia now lives
with my mom and me in a new and much
bigger house. Somehow there’s a lemon tree
in our almost entirely cement backyard.
Whenever my yiayia showers, I like to sit
outside the door and listen to the water falling. It relaxes me. She keeps a jar of pistachios in her room next to her bed, and sometimes when she’s not looking I’ll run over
and sneak a couple into my hand, although I
don’t yet know how to take the shells off. For
some reason I feel too scared to ask for some.
My tiny room is always too messy. The
walls are sponge-painted purple and yellow,
and my bed frame has cutouts of moons and
stars. Tiny windows look out to the cement
driveway of our neighbors’ house.
One day I forget to put away my toys and
my clothes. My yiayia walks in to find socks,
shoes, and stuffed animals sprawled across
the floor from my bed to my dresser. She
is disappointed and tells me, “If you don’t
clean your room, spiders will show up in
your bathtub.” Terrified, I clean my room
faster and faster every day that passes.
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My mom still works, so my yiayia is the
one who gets me ready for preschool. The
public schools in Granada Hills are not that
great. My yiayia tells me I’m going to a private school for Greek Orthodox children.
She normally helps me pick out my uniform.
“Shorts or skirt?” is the question she asks me
every morning. I usually pick the skirt. After
I wash my face, she always reminds me to
clean my ears: “Remember what your doctor
said. If you don’t clean your ears, cauliflower
will grow inside them.” As she drives me to
school, she makes me memorize every cross
street we pass. It’s a lot of information. I wish
I still remembered. Once or twice a week, she
takes me to a bakery in Chatsworth where I
usually eat a chocolate donut for breakfast.
My school is small, but to me, it feels huge.
Every Friday afternoon we sit in church. I
don’t remember any of the words spoken
during the service, but I do remember the
pizza they give us for lunch. I have a few
friends, yet I still feel lonely. One friend tells
me that I can’t play in the tiny plastic house
with her and her friends. I don’t know how
to defend myself. I really want to play with
them. I know my teacher doesn’t care. I walk
away and sulk by myself. There’s one girl a
year older than me who always waves from
outside whenever she walks by the door. I
wave back. Her smile is so bright and perfect. I’ve never known her name, but I wish I
could be her. When I get home from school,
I’m always thankful for my mom and my
yiayia. They are my only real friends.

The next year, my mom gets laid off. I
don’t know what this means. She tells me
that we are moving to New Hampshire
where gas is cheaper and the public schools
are better. I still don’t know what this means,
but I do know I need new friends. Maybe a
move wouldn’t be the worst thing. “You’ll
have some family there, at least,” is what my
mom says to me.
I’m excited until I realize my yiayia isn’t
coming with us. I guess she does have her
entire life here in California. I’ve also overheard from my family members that her
health is starting to decline. Once again, I
am confused. I imagine a cartoon body with
the health meter next to it all the way down.
Is that what happens to people in real life?
The day we move, I cry a little. I’m not excited to lose a best friend. Why can’t she just
come with us?
Once I’m in New Hampshire, my curiosity grows even more. I quickly start to orient myself to my new surroundings. At only
six years old, I am a resilient child. I see my
cousins who live down the street every week.
My yard has more trees than I’ve ever seen
in my life. Other kids on my street play in my
neighbor’s yard because they have a pond.
Sometimes I’m invited.
Other times I am not, so instead I sit in
my driveway and watch them. I hear them
laugh. Their screams are loud. I want to join
them, but I don’t know how.
In second grade, I decide to take a dance
class once a week. Our recital at the end

of the year is The Wizard of Oz, and I am
a munchkin. My yiayia comes all the way
from California to see it, along with my older
cousin Maria. I can’t stop fidgeting and clicking my legs together during the hour-long
car ride to the airport. I’m excited to finally
hug my yiayia again.
On the day of the show, Maria curls my
hair for me and teaches me how to count to
ten in French. “Repeat after me. Un, deux,
trois, quatre, cinq, six, sept, huit, neuf, dix.”
After many attempts, I am finally able to
pronounce all of them. I imagine the two of
us going to Paris one day and sprinting underneath the Eiffel Tower.
Once I’m in my costume, Maria fixes up
my minimalistic makeup and we all take pictures in my driveway. My mom takes out a
camera, and I refuse to stand next to anyone
other than my yiayia. I try as hard as I can
not to sneeze from all the hairspray. After the
show, we all go to dinner and my yiayia tells
me how great of a dancer I am. My mom
tells me my class had one of the most synchronized dances in the entire show. I feel
like a celebrity.
The car ride back to the airport a week
later is much more somber. My legs and feet
are still fidgeting, but this time it’s from the
overwhelming anxiety. I don’t want to say
goodbye to my family. Especially not my
yiayia. I’m dreading the moment. Walking
through the door of my house with my mom
after dropping them off feels so quiet and a
little bit lonely. I miss the energy. I am deafINTERTEXT 2021 | 59

2

ened by the silence for a couple of moments.
The pain quickly dissipates and a few
years pass. I am ten years old. A couple of
my friends have pools in their yards. If I’m
lucky, I’m invited over. My friend Amanda
starts inviting me over a lot. Sometimes, we’ll
hop out of the pool and run over to the giant
swing set in front of the woods. Dirt, pebbles,
and tiny blades of grass stick together and
turn into mud on the bottoms of my wet bare
feet. For some reason, it never bothers me.
Laughing and screaming, it’s days like these
that finally make up for all those times I was
too afraid to run over to my neighbor’s house.
I am eleven years old. I have just found
out that my yiayia has died from 3,000 miles
away. It’s early in the morning right before a
completely regular day of school. My mom
calls me into her bedroom. She isn’t crying,
but she still speaks to me. “So, I have some
news and you don’t have to go to school
today if you don’t want to. But yiayia died
early this morning.”
She had Alzheimer’s disease and dementia. I don’t know what this means. The only
thing my mom and the rest of my family
keep telling me is that she lost her memory.
I don’t understand how someone could die
simply from losing their memory, but I accept it as the truth. I stand in the doorway
staring at my mom for several minutes, each
of which feels like hours. I nod my head.
Somehow, I still go to school.
I know that I’m sad, but I don’t cry. Death
feels like the ultimate mystery to me. A few
60

weeks later, I find an old photograph from
underneath my mom’s bed, and I am reminded of her again. It’s from when I was
just a baby in California. I have no memory
of it, but seeing her face again finally makes
me cry a little, partly because she’s gone, but
mainly because I lost so much time with her.
It’s been six years since I went from seeing
her every day to seeing her once a year—if
I’m lucky. A part of me wants to follow her
to wherever she is.
My emotions are too heavy for me to carry. My brain doesn’t understand yet, so all the
pain goes straight to my chest. I keep repeating to myself the same question I asked six
years ago: Why couldn’t she come with us?
Many more years pass. I have moved on
from her death faster than I should have.
Maybe it’s because my family was expecting
it to happen, and as a result I was prepared
for it. Or it’s possible that I was simply too
young. I didn’t understand the permanence of
death. Exhausted and overwhelmed, my subconscious self might have just kept pushing it
down until it no longer hurt. I rarely remember crying—only once or twice a year at most.
There’s one night in particular when I
feel closer to my yiayia than I ever felt when
she was still alive. I am a senior in high
school, only a few days before my eighteenth birthday. I’ve just been accepted to
Syracuse, after getting rejected from every
other film school I applied to. I suppose
that’s where I’m going. I wish I could tell
my yiayia the news.
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The night is just like any one of the hundreds
ing seems to be broken. I twist the knob as
of other school nights I’ve had before. Once my
far as it’ll go, and it starts playing the same
old song it always plays. The next day, I tell
calculus homework is at least half finished, I
give up and let myself go to bed. My room is
my mom about it, fully expecting her to joke
completely black except for the faint blue glow
around with me. “There is a cemetery up
the hill from our house,” I imagine her sayof the alarm clock on my nightstand.
ing, “Maybe it was a ghost.” What she says
If it were summertime, I’d be able to
instead completely surhear the frogs croaking
prises me.
in my neighbor’s pond,
“It was probably
but unfortunately my
just yiayia wishing you
March birthday always
a happy birthday.”
falls just before it actualMy eyes widen and I
ly turns into Spring. I’m
don’t really know what
somewhere in between
I should say. My mom
a state of consciousness
seems so wistfully sad
and dreaming when
about it.
suddenly that small ce“Really? You think
ramic music box—still
that’s what it was?” “Probon top of my dresser—
ably. I wouldn’t worry
starts playing all on its
too much about it.”
own.
I’ve never believed in
It’s not the same song
ghosts before, and even
it used to play when I
now I still find it hard to
was a kid. Instead, it just
believe. The thought of
sounds like a bunch of
my yiayia doesn’t make
arbitrary notes here and
Grandpa and Yiayia, circa 1960
me cry this time. Once
there and then finally all
I’m back in my room, I hold the little music
the notes play at once, as if someone took
box in my hand and a laugh escapes from
a knife and slashed through the tiny strings
me. Haunting me right before my birthday is
inside of it.
definitely something she would do. The idea
The noise scares me. I immediately sit up
amuses me. As much as I wish more than anyand turn my lamp back on. A few moments
thing for her to be alive, I find comfort in even
of complete silence pass before I carefully
the smallest possibility that my time with her
put my feet on the floor and walk over to it.
isn’t over yet.
I pick it up and examine the bottom. NothINTERTEXT 2021 | 61
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